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The emphasis on the social responsibility of higher education institutions 
emerged more systematically in the Post-Bologna European context. This 
paper presents an overview of an ERAMUS + Strategic Partnerships Project 
on certificate university social responsibility auditing, currently underway in 
three very different European universities. The overall  goal of the Project  is 
to develop auditor training for students based on experiential learning, that 
is coherent and replicable in diverse contexts and that involves a diverse 
range of internal and external stakeholders. The project is based on a set of 
Benchmark Standards for University Social Responsibility developed in the 
context of an earlier ERASMUS Lifelong Learning project. These Sandards 
cover four main areas, namely (1) Research, Teaching, Support for Learning 
and Public Engagement, (2) Governance (3) Environmental and Societal 
Sustainability; and (4) Fair Practices. In this paper, we will report on the 
initial data generated by the Project, in respect of student recruitment, 
baseline attitudes and the impact of participation in the training and the first 
audit. 
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The emphasis on the social responsibility of higher education institutions (HEIs) is 
frequently assumed as being a relatively recent phenomenon (e.g., Larrán, López & 
Márquez, 2011), even if there are references to this role since the early 20th century (e.g., 
Chase, 1923), and a social purpose of one sort or another is arguably integral to the very 
nature of higher education and the notion of the “university”. A more systematic approach 
has emerged in the European context, post-Bologna , under the umbrella term of “the social 
dimension”. Nevertheless, one stand of the Bologna Process Implementation Report (2015) 
has profound implications for “university social responsibility”: 
“Within the European Higher Education Area, countries have committed to the goal that the 
student body should reflect the diversity of the populations and that the background of 
students should not have an impact on their participation in and attainment of higher 
education.  
While some progress can be noted, the analysis clearly shows that the goal of providing equal 
opportunities to quality higher education is far from being reached.” (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2015: 19) 
The implication of this is that policies and practices that promote equity, justice and 
democracy in higher education are still a significant challenge. 
In this sense, the idea of University Social Responsibility (USR) and the recently developed 
Benchmark Standards for University Social Responsibility across the EHEA (Martin, 2016) 
can play a central role not only conceptually, but also in practical terms by guiding 
intervention efforts in this domain. Recognising the imperatives of widening access to 
higher education to help ensure that the diversity of European society is reflected in the 
student population and barriers to entry, progression and attainment are effectively 
addressed, these Benchmark Standards foreground Research, Teaching, Support for 
Learning and Public Engagement as the first of four areas within which a European 
University can be expected to evidence its commitments to social responsibility. This 
distinctive, sector-specific focus complements the more generic perspective of the 
International Standards Organisation‟s ISO 26000, Guidelines on Social Responsibility 
(2010 and 2012). The three other topics covered in the USR Benchmark Standards are 
closer to the ISO‟s concerns though even these (Governance, Environmental and Societal 
Sustainability and Fair Practices), have been specified in relation to Europe‟s higher 
education sector and its distinctive history and nature. 
However, the emergent nature of these Standards together with the fact that the rapidly 
developing field of USR is extremely diverse and prone to conceptual misunderstanding, 
presents both a need and an opportunity to explore how exactly such Standards might help 
inform policy and practice in relation to progression and attainment on one hand and the 
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growing challenges of – for example – graduate employability on the other. The rest of this 
paper presents an overview of the current Project that we are all involved with, as a case 
study of one current exploration of these issues. 
 
2. A Certificate in University Social Responsibility Auditing 
In a historical analysis of the functions of higher education, Zgaga (2009) identifies four 
archetypal models that remain relevant in contemporary policy documents (e.g., the 2007 
London Communiqué). The Napoleonic model underlines the preparation of students for 
their future professions; the Humboldtian model values the development of knowledge and 
research; the Newmanian model accentuates the personal development of students; and 
Deweyan models focus on promoting community engagement and citizenship. These are 
not either-or goals of HEIs but rather coexist in both discourses on the role of higher 
education and in the practices of individual universities. 
The ESSA project (http://www.essaproject.eu) funded by European Commission Erasmus+ 
Programme, reflects this multidimensional vision by involving students as active agents in 
their universities through a Certificate in Social Responsibility Auditing with focus on 
University Social Responsibility (USR). The training strand of the Certificate programme 
and the topic itself accommodate the development of both personal and civic and political 
competences that should help students maximise the benefits available to them from the 
later stages of their 1st cycle studies and from any further study they might undertake, 
enhance future employability and engage them in a deeper and more productive 
relationship with both their own university and higher education more broadly. This 
rationale underpins the development of ESSA in its various components. This Certificate is 
an elective course that functions as an extra-curricular activity, to be mentioned in the 
students‟ diploma supplement in all participating universities and students will have 10 
ECTS related to this programme. 
The main project objectives are to develop and deliver (i) a facilitator training manual, (ii) a 
(student) auditor training programme (in blended mode and incorporating experiential and 
participative action learning in a social responsibility audit of the „performance‟ of a 
university in another European country) and (iii) an assessment scheme with the assessment 
requirements for the award of a ECTS 10Credit Certificate in Social Responsibility 
Auditing (http://www.essaproject.eu). The intention is to bring these, the audit guidelines 
and the various tools, instruments and materials developed in the course of the project 
together in a substantial Open Educational Resource (OER) that will be grounded in and 
celebrate reflective experiential learning (e.g., Schon, 1987) as a key to addressing some of 
the challenges and barriers encountered in addressing the widening access agenda. 
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A focal point in both the work of the project itself and in the student/learner‟s experience 
will be the latter‟s participation in one of four audits, which have been conceptualised and 
are being designed and developed to aid not only individual learning and development but 
also organisational development for the participating universities. 
The project partnership includes the University of Porto, University of Edinburgh, Kaunas 
University of Technology, and their respective student associations together with the 
European Students Union (ESU) and the UK‟s National Union of Student, the project‟s 
coordinating partner. Ultimately, the outcomes from the project and the OER itself will be 
reported to a trans-national European conference  to be coordinated by ESU. At that 
conference, ESU (https://www.esu-online.org) will launch arrangements for the roll-out of 
the Certificate Programme across the EHEA as a whole. 
2.1. Social Responsibility Audit: Meanings and importance  
Until now, the assessment of universities has "tended to focus solely on the academic 
aspects of their activities, namely research and teaching. Even the ones which extended the 
range of dimensions by which to assess universities does not include the dimension of 
social impact of universities" (Leichsenring, 2016: 2). This gap can be overcome through 
the social responsibility audit process. 
A basic definition of social responsibility auditing would present it as a process that enables 
an organization to assess and report its performance in relation to society's requirements 
and expectations, making it more transparent and accountable. Such a review would help to 
ensure that the organization gives due consideration to its wider social responsibilities, 
balanced with its own more specific objectives (Gao & Zang, 2006), beyond a focus on 
social mobility articulated as enhancing individual employability within competitive labour 
markets (Williams, 2014). 
Thus, a social responsibility audit would help narrow gaps between public policies, societal 
expectations, institutions vision/ goals and reality through giving voice to all stakeholders, 
involving them in the process of change (Jain & Polman, 2003). For Higher Education as a 
sector, and for Europe‟s HEIs, this could be a powerful key to successful implementation of 
the changes required to properly address the estalished and emerging needs, expectations 
and requirements of society as a whole. Further, it could be a significant means of 
contributing to realisation of each of the stated goals of the European Commission for its 
lifelong learning programme:  active citizenship, employment and personal fulfilment 
(European Commission, 2015). 
2.2. Social Responsibility Audit Training as a Focus for Change  
The main focus of the project is the training of student auditors. The high level of 
engagement proposed for them and the need for raising awareness of participants‟ own 
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agency in both the institutional and wider environments, combined with an introduction to 
the concepts and skills associated with social responsibility and auditing, are key features of 
the training. The training rests on the fundamental principles of (i) reflective experiential 
learning and student-centered approach, (ii) a balance between training and practice 
experience, with the involvement of students in the direct application of their knowledge 
and competences in a live, „for-real‟ audit and (iii) a social vision of auditing that will foster 
the transference of learning to participating institutions, but will also enhance students‟ 
future employability and citizenship. 
Experiential learning is a powerful way to address individual growth and potential, by 
focusing on the individual learning through experience process –  "learning through 
reflection on doing" (Dewey, 1963). Experiential learning is adaptable for individual style, 
preferences, strengths, direction, etc. As such, it is more likely than conventional prescribed 
training or teaching to produce positive effects, notably confidence, and a sense of personal 
value and purpose. In a student-centred learning approach, the student should be closely 
involved in the construction of the learning process (rather than getting the „right‟ answers), 
to increase her/his awareness and capacity to identify problems, their causes, and possible 
solutions.  
Student involvement in the audits is also expected to have a significant influence on their 
development as aware, engaged, critically active citizens and on their own empowerment, 
as it creates "a suitable framework for the institutionalization of student social involvement 
and greater social awareness on the part of the institutions themselves." (ESPRIT, 2016). 
As stakeholders, being part of the university needs to be an experience that enables students 
to participate successfully in processes or systems not just be taught, study independently 
and/or collaboratively and produce work for assessment. We will report and comment on 
the initial data generated by the ESSA Project, in respect of student recruitment, baseline 
attitudes and the impact of participation in the training and the first audit scheduled to be 
undertaken in the University of Edinburgh from 24th to 28th of April of 2017. 
 
2.3. 1st cohort of student auditor recruitment and training: initial data 
The first student auditor recruitment and training was developed by the three Universities 
involved between 3rd March and 19th April. Both recruitment and training were not 
simultaneous but fulfilled the same structure in terms of guidelines, description, hours of 
training and learning outcomes. 
 
2.3.1 Students recruitment 
The student‟s recruitment was open to third year undergraduate students and above 
(including masters level students) who had an interest in social responsibility and 
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sustainability and fit the student auditor role designed by all the partners and defined as the 
ideal candidates.  The skills and knowledge asked were:  
• Good communication skills, both verbal and written, and confidence in face-to-face 
engagement;  
• For international students whose first language is not English, students would have to be 
fluent in English; 
• Confidence to work independently and in a team and able to assist fellow student auditors 
to identify creative solutions to problems; 
• Good analytical and research skills; 
• Excellent time management and leadership skills; 
• Some knowledge of the workings of universities and and of social responsibility and 
sustainability issues and initiatives. 
 
In the first cohort of the student audit training there was a total of 32 participants, which 
included 17 students from University of Porto
1
, 6 from Kaunas University of Technology 
and 9 from University of Edinburgh with ages raiging from 19 to 35 years, mostly female 
and from a variety of study areas, as described in Figure 1 and Figure 2.   
 
Figure 1. Participants’ gender 
                                                          
1 The University of Porto chose to do over recruitment to guarantee the number of students needed for 
this first and second audits, given the previewed calendar of the second training and its possible 







Coelho, M.; Rodrigues, F.; Evans, P.; Menezes, I.; Brian, M. 
 
 
Figure 2  Participants’ area of studies 
2.3.2. Students audit training phases  
The Students Audit Training Programme was developed in two parts: a student audit 
training and the auditing of a university. The three universities completed the 1st part of the 
training generally the same way in three different, but interconnected, phases: 
 Phase 1 comprised the online pre-course, which included a preparatory package 
with some key readings and videos recommended on the topics of the training in 
order to prepare a mind-set for the training week and the beginning of an 
individual training journal, a personal report where the participants were invited to 
record, on a daily basis, his/her expectations, regarding the training, as well as 
their individual learning experience.  
 Phase 2 was the face-to-face training week, which was divided in three main 
topics that were considered the most relevant: the USR concept and 
benchmarking; the Social Responsibility Audit; Simulations of audits and Report. 
In the beginning of this phase was made the 1st training survey. 
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The second part of the training included conducting a supervised social responsibility audit 
of a university, is scheduled to be developed in the University of Edinburgh from 24th to 




2.3.3.  Student Auditor Training 1st survey: preliminary data 
The 1st part of the student auditor training was completed by all the universities and the 1st 
training survey questions were subject to content-analysis. The emerging categories relate 
to  motivations, personal learning objectives and expectations. The results of the content 
analysis are summarized in Tables 1 to 3. This is followed by a discussion on the key points 
emerging from this data. The categories in bold characters are those most frequently 
referred to.  
Table 1. Motivations 
Opportunity to learn more about USR 
Opportunity to learn more about auditing 
Opportunity to work in an international/European project 
Opportunity to acquire/develop new skills 
My interest in the theme 
New opportunity for personal development 
Opportunity to improve my own university 
Contact with projects/field work 
Possibility to apply principles/global impact 
Possibility to work with Sustainability Auditing 
Being a part of a wider project 
 
The participants repeatedly highlighted three different motivations to participate in the 
project. For some is was the opportunity to learn more about auditing and actually perform 
audit: "the possibility to apply principles I have learned during lectures to a real-life 
situation" (Female, UoE); the possibility to learn more about USR: "I am very interested in 
learning more about University Social Responsibility" (Female, UPorto). For others, it was 
the opportunity to have the experience of an international project in this area: "To be part of 
an international project about such an important topic" (Female, UPorto). Other motivations 
related to the possibility to apply knowledge in the field and the interest for the theme: "The 
topic itself and the fact that besides the theoretical knowledge the project had also a 
practical part."(Male, UPorto) 
 
                                                          
2 We anticipate being able to share that data in the course of our presentation at the conference 
however. 
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Table 2. Personal learning objectives 
Develop knowledge about social responsibility audit 
Be able to analyse USR performance  
Improve analytical and research skills 
Understanding university social responsibility 
Understand how universities are managed and work 
Develop skills in reporting 
 
In terms of the learning objectives, all students referred objectives connected with the 
development of specific skills, whether more general academic skills: "Improve analytical 
and research skills" (Female, Kaunas) or specificly related with their performance as an 
auditor in USR: "be able to conduct interviews and focus groups … as tools to carry out an 
audit and collect data"(Male, UPorto). Some of them ever go further and relate the personal 
learning objectives with a larger goal to understand how universities are managed and work 
and "social responsibility as a social integration strategy" (Female, UoE). 
Table 3. Expectations 
Learn how to audit social responsibility 
Improve academic/ research skills 
Get to know other universities reality on social responsibility issues 
Really audit a university 
Learn about criteria for assessing sustainability and social responsibility  
New opportunities 
Get useful knowledge for academic studies and participation in university 
 
After the first part of the training, the students stated that they expected to match some of 
their personal learning objectives and their motivations (skills development, learn more 
about the audit USR process) to the possibility of knowing how USR issues are put into 
practice in other European universities: "I am looking forward to observing how 
universities of different countries may use different approaches to pursue social 




Assuming that active citizenship needs to be learned in practice and that "educational 
institutions need to teach systematically how to participate in society" (Leichsenring, 2016 
:1), the USR audit training aims to empower students as critical agents of social 
responsibility in a way that helps facilitate a fundamental redistribution of rights (Frazer, 
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1998) in Europe‟s HEIs, in addition to improving and enhancing the student experience 
itself and addressing challenges to progression and attainment.  
From the first survey, it appears that students also valued this aspect and welcomed the 
opportunities to work outside their disciplinary areas and to support their institution in 
enhancing its social impacts. The diversity of student‟s areas of studies is very marked, 
suggesting that this is a transversal topic that interests students, whether they are involved 
in the social sciences or to more technical areas such as engineering or health. 
The project represents an opportunity for students to address complex problems in HE with 
an approach that integrates the four archetypal models proposed by Zgaga (2009), that is, 
combining personal, professional, research-oriented and civic-political roles.  As one 
participant student concluded “USR borders are much more wide and comprehensive” 
involving the HEI‟s “traditional commitment to the social tissue in forming a critical, 
visionary and sustainable generation” but permeating “the management of all University 
processes” (Male, UPorto). 
We hope to present further updates on the data emerging fom this Project at future HEAd 
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